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ABSTRACT
This paper provides, for the first time, comparative national parameters of
indigenous population mobility. Using a customised 54 region internal
migration matrix from the 1991 Census, preliminary findings are presented
in regard to three broad perspectives on mobility. First, an analysis is
provided of the relative propensity for indigenous people to migrate.
Secondly, the effects of migration on spatial redistribution are examined,
particularly in regard to regional patterns of net migration gain and loss and
the relative balance of population flows between metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas. Finally, the pattern of inter-regional migration flows is
explored with a view to defining spatial networks of movement. Although
indigenous people are found to migrate at the same rate as the rest of the
population, it is clear that their mobility behaviour is quite different from
that of the general population. In particular, the pattern of indigenous
spatial interaction is found to be a far more localised phenomenon. A
number of policy implications are identified in relation to the limitations of
census data for migration analysis in remote areas, the variable effect of
mobility on regional population change, and the estimation of client
populations for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
(ATSIC) regional councils in the face of widespread mobility.
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The scope and content of research on population mobility among
indigenous Australians has recently been reviewed in detail by Taylor and
Bell (1994).! While recognising migration as a complex, multi-faceted
process, it was argued that the major dimensions of mobility could be
encapsulated in four key perspectives, with each providing different
insights into the nature, dynamics and outcomes of population movement.
These perspectives focus respectively on the propensity to migrate, the
contribution of migration to spatial redistribution, the spatial pattern of
migration flows and networks, and the sequential movement of population
over time. A major conclusion drawn was that the strength of research
effort and the concerns and methodologies applied to the study of
indigenous population mobility in each of these areas, have been quite
different from that applied to the analysis of population movement
generally. As a consequence, major deficiencies exist in our knowledge of
some basic aspects of indigenous population movement compared to what
is known about the general population. This was most notable in regard to
the propensity to migrate and the contribution of migration to spatial
redistribution. As far as an appreciation of migration flows and sequential
migration was concerned, this lack of understanding was found to be more
commonly shared, although a significant difference emerged between the
more micro-scale focus of indigenous population studies compared with
the macro-level analyses of general population flows.
As a preliminary response to these shortcomings, this paper reports on
progress in the use of 1991 Census internal migration data to establish
national and regional measures of indigenous migration propensities, to
examine the contribution of migration to spatial redistribution, and to
extend the existing scope of population flow analysis by identifying spatial
networks of movement. While some potential also exists to use census data
for the analysis of sequential migration, this approach is currently being
developed and is not discussed here. The methods used here are essentially
those employed in mainstream migration analysis involving the calculation
of migration rates and the identification of regional flow patterns. By
repeating the analysis for non-indigenous Australians, this provides, for the
first time, comparative national parameters of indigenous mobility and
enables discussion of the relative mobility status of indigenous people in a
manner well established in economic policy debate.2
1991 Census analysis: some caveats
The major strength of the census lies in its capacity to provide
comprehensive and comparative data at a very fine level of spatial detail.
Nevertheless, like all data sources, it suffers a number of limitations for
migration analysis. Six main deficiencies can be identified, although
ultimately these deficiencies can only be noted and their possible impacts
on the results of analysis constantly borne in mind rather than qualitatively
assessed.
First, because the census identifies migrants by reference to a change of
usual address between two points in time, it captures only a proportion of
all moves which take place. In particular, multiple moves involving two or
more changes of address during the interval are effectively lost. Likewise,
people who moved but returned to their original address by the end of the
interval do not register as migrants. Given this definitional stricture, it is
clear that much of the mobility undertaken by indigenous people (and non-
indigenous people) is not captured by the census as it is invariably short-
term, repetitive or cyclical in nature with often no declared intention of a
permanent or long-standing change of residence.
Second, the characteristics of people identified at the census are those
which applied at the time of the census, which may not be the same as at
the time migration occurred. This is not a problem with attributes which
remain constant (such as sex) or change in predictable ways (such as age),
but is more significant for economic characteristics such as labour force
status.
Third, although the census attempts to provide universal coverage of the
population, some people are inevitably missed. At the 1991 Census, the
estimated level of under-enumeration for the indigenous population was
twice that of the non-indigenous population (3.6 per cent compared to 1.7
per cent) (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 1993). More importantly,
from the point of view of migration analysis, it appears that a large part of
this difference was accounted for by the undercounting of young adult
indigenous males aged 15-29 years (Benham and Howe 1994). This is
precisely the group most likely to have moved.
Fourth, there is the problem of non-response to particular census questions,
especially those on place of usual residence. Overall, 285,000 people (1.7
per cent of the population) failed to state their usual residence on census
night. At previous censuses these people have been allocated to the
Statistical Local Area (SLA) in which they were enumerated but this was
not done in 1991. There was also a marked deterioration in the quality of
the response to the question on place of usual residence five years
previously: the number of non-respondents more than doubled from
300,000 in 1986 to 620,000 (3.7 per cent of the population) in 1991. A
further 32,000 gave a 1986 address which could not be coded below capital
city or state level. For the first time, the 1991 Census also recognised a new
category of 'no fixed address'. Some 2,000 people gave this response for
the night of the census and 4,500 for their usual residence five years
previously. All of these non-response data categories are excluded from the
analysis.
Related to this is a fifth concern to do with the accuracy of responses,
especially to the question on place of usual residence five years previously
which is likely to be subject to errors of recall on the part of respondents.
This is particularly so among the indigenous population given the strong
evidence of frequent, short-term movement revealed by the ethnographic
literature. Indeed, the notion of a fixed base of usual residence against
which to measure migration is likely to be problematic for many
indigenous people, particularly those following a more traditional lifestyle
who regard themselves as living in an 'area' within which they may be
almost permanently mobile between a number of residential bases.
A sixth, and more general, deficiency of the census, is that it provides no
information on the reasons that people move. Explanation for die levels of
mobility and patterns of migration which are observed must therefore be
based on inference from the characteristics of movers or the nature of their
moves, or alternatively from other, non-census, sources.
The migration matrix
One further constraint relating to the use of census data arises from the
need to preserve the confidentiality of individuals, which effectively limits
the detail which can be provided in cross-tabulations. This constraint is
especially problematic for migration analysis where a significant
proportion of the 'available1 cells in a matrix are used up in providing
information on the origins and destinations of movers. Essentially, a trade-
off must be made between the level of spatial disaggregation and the detail
in terms of population characteristics that can be provided on any single
cross-classified table. Because cell counts of less than five are subject to
randomisation, excessive cross-classification may also prejudice the
reliability of analysis and results, especially for small population groups as
in the case of indigenous Australians.
With this constraint in mind, 1991 Census internal migration data were
obtained separately for the indigenous and non-indigenous populations in
the form of a 54 region matrix. The boundaries used for this purpose were
constructed from an amalgam of Statistical Divisions (SDs), Statistical
Sub-Divisions (SSDs) and SLAs with three aims. First, to enable the
calculation of overall propensities to move and to identify migration flows
at three sub-national levels: interstate, metropolitan/non-metropolitan and
inter-regional. Second, to create regions that provide for maximum spatial
detail without compromising ABS confidentiality rules. This had to be
done in such a way as to correspond with existing ABS census geography
(specifically that of SDs), thereby minimising the cost of recoding as well
as reflecting the distribution of the majority population. Finally, to allow
for the quite different distribution of the indigenous population by
introducing lower level boundaries in remote parts of the country where
indigenous population representation is relatively high but the physical area
covered by SDs is often large with a consequent loss of spatial detail.
Related to this consideration was an attempt to reflect the perceived reality
of indigenous spatial interaction.
To achieve these aims the original 60 Regional Council boundaries (1990-
93) of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) were
employed as a template and then modified using selected units of census
geography as required. As well as providing a reasonable representation of
indigenous population distribution, the utilisation of ATSIC regional
boundaries was also based on the fact that these were devised following
extensive consultations with indigenous people regarding the commonality
of cultural, traditional, social and economic factors affecting specific areas
(Commonwealth of Australia 1993: 3). In order to approximate ATSIC
boundaries, SDs were adopted in most instances. In some cases SSDs and
SLAs were also judiciously employed. The end result represents a
compromise geography that leans towards a representation of indigenous
population distribution but also takes the location of the majority
population into account.
No spatial units are ideal for migration analysis since irregularities in size,
shape and population distribution inevitably affect the probability of
crossing any given boundary (Kulldorff 1955, Rogerson 1990). Statistical
Divisions have the advantage, however, of being designed as 'relatively
large homogeneous regions, characterised by identifiable social and
economic links between the inhabitants and the economic units in the
region, under the unifying influence of one or more major towns or cities'
(ABS 1992: 3). As with any intermediate-level spatial breakdown, the
resulting regions do, nevertheless, vary widely both in population size
(from a maximum of almost 19,000 in Sydney to a minimum of a little
more than 1,000 in Far West New South Wales) and in area (from the large
regions of interior Western Australia, South Australia and Queensland to
the small circumscribed city regions of Canberra and Darwin).
Propensity to move
The stereotypical image is that indigenous people are a highly mobile
group relative to other Australians. The fact that spatial mobility plays a
large part in the social and economic life of indigenous people is clearly
evident from the literature, but the question of whether this is more or less
the case compared to the rest of the population has rarely been assessed
(Taylor and Bell 1994). Aside from a partial analysis of 1976 Census data
which indicated a slightly higher level of residential mobility among
indigenous people (46.7 per cent changed their usual place of residence
between 1971 and 1976 compared to 43.2 per cent among the rest of the
population) (Young 1982), no estimation of subsequent relativities has
been calculated. Furthermore, no attempt has been made to disaggregate
the movement propensities of indigenous people according to the different
characteristics of migrants nor has the degree of any variation in movement
rates between different spatial units been examined.
On the face of it, the overall rate of indigenous migration in 1991 was
higher than that observed for the rest of the population. Over the five-year
period prior to the 1991 Census, a total of 94,167 indigenous people
changed their usual place of residence. This represented a rate of 44.7 per
cent which was somewhat higher than the rate of 40.3 per cent recorded for
the rest of the population. However, this higher rate of movement is partly
due to die greater concentration of indigenous people in the more mobile
youthful age groups. Standardising for this effect noticeably reduces the
gap in rates to a level where the propensity for indigenous people to move
is only marginally above that recorded for the rest of the population (40.8
compared to 40.3).
Regional pattern of propensities to move
The propensity to move varies substantially between indigenous people in
different regions and between indigenous and non-indigenous people in the
same region. Regional rates of non-movement are mapped for each sub-
population in Figure 1 in the form of standard deviations above and below
the respective national average rates. For the indigenous population,
relatively low rates of movement were uniformly characteristic of remote
northern regions, including the far north of South Australia and the far west
of New South Wales. The lowest rate was recorded in the East Arnhem
region where only 7.3 per cent of the mean intercensal population changed
their usual place of residence. In most other parts of the country, and
particularly in south-east Queensland, Perth and Canberra, relatively high
rates of indigenous population movement were recorded. The degree to
which this strongly patterned regional variation in propensity to move
among the indigenous population is a mirror image of that observed for the
rest of the population is striking.
At the same time, the impression conveyed of relative immobility among
indigenous people in remote areas could be misleading. Numerous case
studies highlight the importance of frequent mobility in the daily, periodic
and seasonal round of activities associated with indigenous social and
economic life in remote Australia. The gap between such observations and
census-derived rates is a measure of several incongruities. First, the
inappropriateness of the census as a device for recording circular mobility.
Second, the fact that indigenous people in remote Australia reside as much
in an 'area' as a single place. As a consequence, the whole concept of 'usual
place' of residence is likely to be problematic. Finally, it is not clear how
these data are affected by the ABS method of enumerating indigenous
people in remote areas using interview techniques. The indication is that at
least part of this enumeration was by proxy and based on information from
administrative records and reference groups (Taylor 1993a). This would
inevitably cast doubt on the reliability of usual place of residence data.
Figure 1. Regional non-mover rates: indigenous and non-indigenous
Australians, 1986-91.
INDIGENOUS
Non - movers as a percentage of mean
regional population, 1986- 1991
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Standard deviation 14.7
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NON - INDIGENOUS
Non - movers as a percentage of mean
regional population, 1986 - 1991
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average
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Mean 52.5
Standard deviation 10.4
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Propensity to move by age and sex
The overall pattern of variation in the propensity for indigenous people to
move at different ages is broadly similar to that observed for the population
as a whole (Figures 2 and 3). This involves a peak in mobility in the young
adult age groups of 20-24 and 25-34 years, beyond which the propensity to
migrate steadily declines. For the population in general, this age profile of
migration has been firmly linked to the combined influence of life cycle
events including departure from the parental home, the start of tertiary
education, entry into the labour force and the establishment of independent
living arrangements (Bell 1992: 92). The broad agreement in the patterning
of migration by age thus suggests that similar influences are brought to
bear on the indigenous young adult population. However, some variation is
apparent both between the indigenous and non-indigenous profiles as well
between the migration rates of indigenous males and females at similar
ages.
Figure 2. Residential mobility rates by age: indigenous and non-
indigenous males, 1986-91.
Mobility rate
(per cent)
5- 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-54 55-64
Age in 1991
65+
••• Indigenous •°- Non-indigenous
For both indigenous males and females, the variation in rate of migration at
different ages is less than among the rest of the population, producing a
much flatter profile. As a consequence, indigenous males and females in
the 5-14 and 15-19 year age groups are more mobile than other young
people at corresponding ages. This gap in rates is reversed for males in the
25-34 year age group and for females in the earlier age range of 20-24
years extending into the 25-34 year age group. The differential is reversed
again at older ages, although the gap between rates beyond the age of 35
years is less marked.
Figure 3. Residential mobility rates by age: indigenous and non-
indigenous females, 1986-91.
Mobility rate
(per cent)
5-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-54 55-64
Age in 1991
65+
•• Indigenous o-Non-indigenous
A definitive explanation for this pattern of variation is difficult to establish
at a gross level of analysis, but at the very least it suggests that the factors
identified above as influential in the age distribution of migration operate
to varying degree among the two populations. The higher rate of migration
among indigenous youth, for example, may be tied to the higher rates
observed at older ages and interpreted as the effect of children
accompanying parents. For example, Gray (1989) has noted a relatively
high propensity for older adults and children to migrate from metropolitan
areas. At the same time, secondary, and sometimes primary education,
requires an absence from usual place of residence for many indigenous
children particularly in remote areas where a separation of population from
services is not uncommon and where a relatively large proportion of the
indigenous population is located. In the young adult age groups, on the
other hand, comparatively low migration rates may reflect the much lower
labour force participation of indigenous people at ages when job search and
job mobility are primary factors in population movement for the rest of the
population. It may also indicate that the establishment of independent
living arrangements are less of a stimulus for migration in a cultural setting
that seeks to maintain extended family ties.
As for variation between the sexes in the age profile of migration, it is
interesting to note that indigenous females experience substantially higher
rates of mobility in the young adult age groups than their male counterparts
and that the peak in migration for indigenous females also occurs earlier.
This pattern also occurs among non-indigenous females where it is
generally attributed to the earlier age at marriage and associated formation
of new households. While this may also occur among indigenous females,
their greater progression through to year 12 of secondary education
compared to males, as well as their greater participation in higher education
are also of relevance (Daly 1993; Yunupingu 1994). Evidence is also
available to suggest that indigenous females have a higher rate of retention
in labour market training programs than males and have more successful
outcomes (O'Brien 1992). As far as males are concerned, a higher
proportion of their employment is derived from participation in the
Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme (Altman
and Daly 1992: 6; Taylor 1993b: 33-7) and this serves to dampen the rate
of migration by providing employment for individuals in their home
communities.3 All of these factors are likely to contribute to a relatively
higher rate of migration among indigenous females.
Spatial redistribution
One issue that has dominated the literature on spatial redistribution of the
indigenous population is the question of so-called urban drift. This alludes
to the role of migration as the chief process by which the share of the
indigenous population resident in major urban areas has risen substantially
over the past two decades. In recent years a revisionist view of this notion
has emerged based largely on the work of Gray (1989) who revealed an
overall net balance in migration flows between metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas for each census between 1976 and 1986. More detailed
analysis indicated substantial variation of movement between metropolitan
areas with Sydney and Melbourne steadily losing population through
migration to their own hinterlands as well as to other States, and Perth,
Adelaide and Brisbane persistently gaining population.
Analysis of the pattern of movement between capital cities and the balance
of each State and Territory for the 1986-91 intercensal period reveals a
continuation of this pattern (Tables 2 and 3). Sydney, Melbourne and
Darwin all lost indigenous population due to net migration while Brisbane,
Adelaide, Perth, Hobart and Canberra gained population. While this bears
resemblance to the pattern of redistribution observed for the non-
indigenous population, the overall balance of all indigenous migration
flows between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas was only slightly
in favour of the latter, whereas for the non-indigenous population the
emphasis was quite clearly on movement away from large cities. Even
though the absolute numbers of indigenous migrants between capital cities
and non-metropolitan areas are relatively small leading to doubts regarding
the precision of data, the fact that a marked difference in the overall
direction of movement exists compared to the non-indigenous population,
is unquestionable.
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Table 2. Interstate and intrastate migrants between capital cities and
rest of State: indigenous and non-indigenous Australians, 1986-91.
Interstate migration
In Out Net
Intrastate migration
In Out Net
Indigenous
Sydney
Rest New South Wales
Melbourne
Rest Victoria
Brisbane
Rest Queensland
Adelaide
Rest South Australia
Perth
Rest Western Australia
Hobart
Rest Tasmania
Darwin
Rest Northern Territory
Australian Capital Terr.
Total capital cities
Total non-metropolitan
Non-indigenous
Sydney
Rest New South Wales
Melbourne
Rest Victoria
Brisbane
Rest Queensland
Adelaide
Rest South Australia
Perth
Rest WesternAustralia
Hobart
Rest Tasmania
Darwin
Rest Northern Territory
Australian Capital Terr.
Total capital cities
Total non-metropolitan
690
1,444
599
696
897
1,938
625
433
549
644
153
235
571
770
531
4,615
6,160
75,537
88,888
78,108
40,419
93,197
143,951
43,039
14,032
49,204
17,888
13,035
13,327
14,808
13,413
47,823
414,751
331,918
1,190
1,699
652
607
597
1,885
440
451
394
612
195
204
667
855
327
4,462
6,313
145,049
110,268
107,415
55,213
48,655
66,661
43.709
17,848
36,654
14,551
12,727
13,378
18,113
13,486
42,942
455,264
291,405
-500
-255
-53
89
300
53
185
-18
155
32
-42
31
-96
-85
204
-153
+153
-69,512
-21,380
-29,307
-14,794
44,542
77,290
-670
-3,816
12,550
3,337
308
-51
-3,305
-73
4,881
-40,513
-40,513
1,402
1,900
368
454
1,289
1,265
513
399
1,404
1,146
142
78
481
419
n.a.
5,599
5,661
73,660
139,150
60,523
88,752
70,392
73,284
35,133
31,392
49,555
45,393
6,022
4,050
2,948
2,938
n.a.
298,233
384,959
1,900
1,402
454
368
1265
U89
399
513
1,146
1,404
78
142
419
481
n.a.
5,661
5,599
139,150
73,660
88,752
60,523
73,284
70,392
31,392
35,133
45,393
49455
4,050
6,022
2,938
2,948
n.a.
384,959
298,233
-498
498
-86
86
24
-24
114
-114
258
-258
64
-64
62
-62
n.a.
-62
+62
-65,490
65,490
-28,299
28,299
-2,892
2,892
3,741
-3,741
4,162
-4,162
1,972
-1,972
10
-10
n.a.
-86,726
+86,726
n.a. not applicable.
Variance is also evident in the relative impacts of interstate, as opposed to
intrastate, movement in effecting these shifts. For example, the direction of
net interstate movement for the non-indigenous population was the same
for each capital city and the balance of its State. Sydney and the rest of
New South Wales, Melbourne and the rest of Victoria, Adelaide and the
rest of South Australia, and Darwin and the rest of the Northern Territory
all lost population to other States. In contrast, the metropolitan and non-
metropolitan parts of Queensland and Western Australia both gained
population from the rest of Australia.
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Table 3. Interstate and intrastate migration rates* for capital cities and
rest of State: Indigenous and non-indigenous Australians, 1986-91.
Interstate migration rates Intrastate migration rates
In Out Net In Out Net
Indigenous
Sydney 36.4 62.7 -26.4 73.9 100.2 -26.3
Rest New South Wales 37.3 43.9 -6.6 49.1 36.2 12.9
Melbourne 91.6 99.8 -8.1 56.3 69.5 -13.2
Rest Victoria 99.6 86.9 12.7 65.0 52.7 12.3
Brisbane 83.7 55.7 27.9 120.0 118.0 2.0
Rest Queensland 41.4 40.3 1.1 27.0 27.5 -0.5
Adelaide 116.5 82.0 34.5 95.6 74.4 21.3
Rest South Australia 56.3 58.7 -2.4 51.9 66.7 -14.8
Perth 61.6 44.2 17.4 157.5 128.6 28.9
Rest Western Australia 26.1 24.8 1.3 46.4 56.9 -10.4
Hobart 43.4 55.3 -11.9 40.3 22.1 18.2
Rest Tasmania 58.7 51.0 7.7 19.5 35.5 -16.0
Darwin 124.4 145.3 -20.9 104.8 91.3 13.5
Rest Northern Territory 27.1 30.1 -3.0 14.8 16.9 -2.2
Australian Capital Terr. 451.0 277.7 173.2 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Total capital cities 77.1 74.6 -2.5 93.6 94.7 -1.1
Total non-metropolitan 39.2 40.1 1.0 36.0 35.6 0.4
Non-indigenous
Sydney
Rest New South Wales
Melbourne
Rest Victoria
Brisbane
Rest Queensland
Adelaide
Rest South Australia
Perth
Rest Western Australia
Hobart
Rest Tasmania
Darwin
Rest Northern Territory
Australian Capital Terr.
Total capital cities
Total non-metropolitan
24.6
48.3
29.5
38.0
83.4
114.6
47.7
42.8
51.0
52.4
70.1
65.2
257.6
319.5
201.0
45.2
65.4
47.3
59.9
40.5
51.9
43.5
53.1
48.4
54.4
38.0
42.6
68.4
65.5
315.1
321.3
180.5
49.6
57.4
-22.7
-11.6
-11.0
-13.9
39.8
61.5
-0.7
-11.6
13.0
9.8
1.7
-0.3
-57.5
-1.8
20.5
-4.4
8.0
24.0
75.6
22.8
83.4
63.0
58.4
38.9
95.8
51.4
133.1
32.4
19.8
51.3
70.0
n.a.
32.5
75.8
45.4
40.0
33.5
56.9
65.6
56.1
34.8
107.2
47.1
145.3
21.8
29.5
51.1
70.2
n.a.
41.9
58.7
-21.4
35.6
-10.7
25.5
-2.6
2.3
4.1
-11.4
4.3
-12.2
10.6
-9.7
0.2
-0.2
n.a.
-9.4
17.1
n.a. not applicable.
a. In, out and net rates are arrivals, depanures and net movement divided by the mean intercensal
population in each region expressed in parts per thousand.
The spatial impact of interstate migration among the indigenous population
was less consistent than this, with a number of States experiencing a mix of
net interstate gains and losses. Melbourne, for example, lost population due
to interstate migration while the rest of Victoria gained. In South Australia,
the opposite pattern was recorded. In similar fashion, the net gains of
indigenous population from other States in the non-metropolitan areas of
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Queensland and Western Australia were far less emphatic than recorded for
the rest of the population. Indeed, in terms of rates of interstate movement,
only the net loss of indigenous population in Sydney and the gains in
Adelaide and Perth, exceeded the levels recorded for the rest of the
population.
The pattern of intrastate migration for indigenous people presents a simpler
structure with Sydney and Melbourne the only two capital cities losing
population to the non-metropolitan parts of their States. All other capital
cities experienced a net gain from intrastate movement, although in the
case of Brisbane this was negligible. Once again, this broad pattern of
capital city gain and loss was a feature shared with the population in
general.
Although the net migratory movement of indigenous people is tiny, the
volume of flow is at times sizeable, certainly in relation to the overall size
of the indigenous population. Thus, in terms of rates of movement, the
overall scale of migration for the two groups is comparable. A notable
contrast exists, however, in the relative rates of movement recorded
between capital cities and their respective State and Territory hinterlands
(Table 3). For the most part, the rate of movement in and out of capital
cities is much higher among indigenous people than it is for the rest of the
population, while the corresponding rates of movement in and out of State
balances is generally much lower. While this no doubt reflects the quite
different section-of-State distributions of indigenous and non-indigenous
people, with indigenous people more heavily represented in non-
metropolitan areas, it provides some measure of the potentially greater
impact of population turnover on the demography of indigenous
populations in capital cities.
Regional patterns of net migration
The regional patterns of net migration among the non-indigenous
population have been associated with processes of counterurbanisation
around major cities and inland depopulation (Taylor and Bell 1994: 6). The
question of whether indigenous patterns of spatial redistribution follow
these general trends is an interesting one as they provide an indication of
mainstream social responses to macro-economic change. To answer this,
Figure 4 compares regional rates of net gain and loss for the indigenous
population with those recorded for the rest of the population. A number of
similarities and contrasts emerge. First, the pattern of net gains in coastal
areas within the hinterlands of metropolitan centres in the eastern States
and near Perth, coupled with net losses in many inland areas, is common to
both populations. Taken together with the shared losses observed from
Sydney and Melbourne and the net gains to Perth and Brisbane, this
suggests that common joint processes of metropolitanisation and
counterurbanisation are instrumental in redistribution.
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On the other hand, the pattern of inland depopulation is more varied.
Unlike the indigenous population, the most significant net losses of non-
indigenous population are recorded from remote regions of the country
including parts of the Northern Territory, the Pilbara, western Queensland
and a line from the Eyre Peninsula through to western New South Wales.
In contrast, a net migration balance is generally observed for the
indigenous population in remote regions with the main exceptions being
western Queensland and the Pilbara. Areas of net loss of indigenous
population are more juxtaposed with major urban hinterlands particularly
in the case of central New South Wales and regions to the north and west
of Perth.
A final contrast between the two populations is evident in the tendency for
significant net gains in non-indigenous population to occur in remote
regions, notably in the Top End of the Northern Territory, in Far North
Queensland and the far north of South Australia. This reflects the sporadic
long-distance relocation of individuals, mostly from southern States to
northern regions which is typically associated with employment in mining
and tourist industries and the re-deployment of defence personnel.
Flows and networks
A theme in the literature on indigenous population mobility is the
recognition of circuits of population movement involving a constant flow
of individuals between places which form functional regional networks.
Such spatial networks are reported from different parts of the country and
typically reflect the linkages that exist between different urban centres,
between different rural centres, and between rural and urban centres
(Beckett 1965; Sansom 1980; Altman 1987; Birdsall 1988; Young and
Doohan 1989; Taylor and Arthur 1993). They are defined spatially by a
mix of often inter-related social and economic considerations including the
location of kinfolk, traditional associations to land, seasonal or short-term
employment opportunities and the location of public services. While the
existence of such networks is acknowledged, little is known of their spatial
extent in any comprehensive way and certainly no estimation has been
made of how such patterns of inter-regional population flow generated by
indigenous people may differ from those observed for the population as a
whole. From what is known of the latter, primary flows of population are
dominated by interactions between respective capital cities as well as
between capital cities and their non-metropolitan hinterlands (McKay and
Whitelaw 1977, 1978; Jarvie 1989; Bell 1992). Whether this pattern of
population exchange also applies to the indigenous population is an
interesting policy question as the bases for explanation are generally tied to
the functioning of the mainstream labour market.
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Figure 4. Regional rates of net migration gain and loss: indigenous and
non-indigenous Australians, 1986-91.
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In order to compare indigenous and non-indigenous patterns of population
flow, the origin and destination of the largest (primary) and second largest
(secondary) flow of population into and out of each of the 54 regions is
mapped. While this provides only a preliminary cut through the data, the
rationale for adopting this method of representing flow patterns derives
from the empirical fact that the bulk of population movement in and out of
any given region is spatially focussed and generally associated with very
few other regions. On average, for the indigenous population, the primary
flow into each region accounts for 28 per cent of the total inflow while
addition of the secondary flow increases this proportion to 43 per cent.
Very similar proportions are evident for primary and secondary outflows.
For the non-indigenous population, these proportions are very similar
though slightly higher (31 per cent and 44 per cent). The spread of values
around these means is fairly wide but the cumulative distribution of
population flow between regions is typically far from even, as illustrated in
Figure 5. Skewness in the distribution of population flow between regions
is greatest for the indigenous population. The entire inflow to the Great
Southern region in the Perth hinterland, for example, is accounted for by
linkages with only 12 other regions. Even at the other extreme, while
inflows of indigenous people to Sydney originate from a wider spread of
regions a large proportion of the total flow is still, in terms of connectivity,
very restricted.
Figure 5. Lorenz curves of indigenous and non-indigenous regional
inflows.
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Figure 6. Primary regional inflows: indigenous and non-indigenous
Australians, 1986-91.
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Figure 7. Primary regional outflows: indigenous and non-indigenous
Australians, 1986-91.
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Figure 8. Secondary regional outflows: indigenous and non-indigenous
Australians, 1986-91.
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Figure 9. Secondary regional inflows: indigenous and non-indigenous
Australians, 1986-91.
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Comparison between the two populations in respect of inter-regional
primary inflows and outflows is provided in Figures 6 and 7 while Figures
8 and 9 refer to secondary flows. Four common structures emerge in the
patterning of inter-regional movement. These include, State-based
interchanges between capital cities and non-metropolitan regions; links
between capital cities; long-distance links; and very localised networks.
The degree to which these structures are manifest varies between the two
populations and differs also between primary and secondary level flows.
Dealing with primary flows of the non-indigenous population first, these
are dominated by capital city-rest of State interchanges as well by flows
between capital cities. This is consistent with the models of regional
exchange migration developed from earlier census analyses by McKay and
Whitelaw (1978), Rowland (1979), Jarvie (1989) and Bell (1992). While
the State-based capital city focus of primary migration flows is also evident
among the indigenous population, this pattern is less widespread in the face
of more regionalised networks of movement focused, for example, on
central and north Queensland, the Top End of the Northern Territory,
central Australia, the Pilbara, the far north of South Australia, the far west
of New South Wales and the Riverina. Also evident is the lack of any
capital city to capital city primary flow among indigenous people.
At the secondary level, the inter-regional patterns of flow observed for the
two populations bear little resemblance. Among the non-indigenous
population, the dominant feature is the emergence of interstate long-
distance flows between metropolitan areas as well as between southern
capital cities and remote northern regions. Also evident are complex
networks of movement between regions that are mostly adjacent to capital
cities. These coastal and metropolitan hinterland linkages no doubt reflect
processes of counterurbanisation. For the indigenous population, the
tendency for regionalised networks of flow to emerge is intensified and
more spatially widespread. Two basic patterns emerge. The first involves
localised circuits of movement evident in the flows around the Top End of
the Northern Territory, central Australia, the Pilbara, the Perth hinterland,
the south east of Western Australia, north Queensland and the north coast
and adjacent tablelands of New South Wales. The second pattern may be
described as a series of lines of movement most notable in the links
between central Australia, the far north of South Australia and on to
Adelaide, as well as those evident between regions along the Western
Australian and Queensland coasts, and the north Queensland coast through
to the Barkly region of the Northern Territory.
Policy implications
The foregoing represents a summary of preliminary findings from a project
to establish the comparative national parameters of indigenous population
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mobility. Further research is under way with the aim of providing more
detailed comparisons of movement in relation to the four key perspectives
on migration as identified by Taylor and Bell (1994) and Bell
(forthcoming). Even with the rudimentary analysis presented here,
however, a number of major conclusions may be drawn.
Although indigenous people migrate at a similar rate as the rest of the
population, at least in the sense measured by the census as involving an
intercensal change in usual place of residence, it is clear that the mobility
behaviour of indigenous people is not simply compliant with the pattern
observed overall. While some accordance may be discerned, substantial
differences between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians are evident
in the regional pattern of movement propensities, the age and sex
differentials of movement, the redistribution impact of migration, and the
spatial pattern of migration flows and networks. Significant spatial
variation in mobility is also apparent between indigenous people in
different parts of the country.
Several features of this variability in population mobility are especially
apposite for policy consideration. Take, for instance, the tendency for
indigenous and non-indigenous migration propensities to contrast at the
broad regional level, hi remote northern regions, the rate of change in usual
place of residence is uniformly low for indigenous people and
characteristically high for the rest of the population. Among the indigenous
population, low rates in remote areas also contrast with average to high
rates found elsewhere. While this may raise questions regarding the
effectiveness of the census as a device for measuring migration in different
cultural contexts, it nonetheless provides an important indicator of regional
difference in the likelihood of future population relocation.
This has several policy implications. If the census records little change in
usual place of residence in regions where people are known to be highly
mobile, for example as a consequence of outstation development in remote
regions, how might the impact of circular movement best be assessed in
planning service delivery? If the propensity of indigenous people to change
their usual place of residence varies so much between regions, what are the
implications for labour force participation and the application of labour
market programs? In this latter context, one might ask to what extent
regional variation in movement propensities are being created by labour
market policies or, alternatively, to what extent are different policies being
applied in response to social realities? For example, the CDEP scheme is
active in many indigenous communities, mostly in remote Australia as a
response to the lack of mainstream labour markets. One effect, however, is
to suppress the rate of migration by requiring the regular participation of
adult community members in situ. In more urban locations, employment
and training is more commonly achieved via mainstream labour market
programs and, to be effective, these may include an inducement to migrate.
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Developing this further, it appears that migration is far more efficient in re-
distributing the indigenous population in areas located away from northern
Australia and remote parts of western Australia. Most inter-regional moves
in remote areas cancel each other out whereas elsewhere there is a greater
tendency for net gain or loss to occur. This has implications for ATSIC
regional councils in their estimation of demand levels for services. For
example, in most remote regions relative stability in population levels is
characteristic. In other regions, however, migration contributes
substantially to population change either through net losses, as in western
Queensland, or net gains, as in south east Queensland. At the same time,
the analysis of migration flows clearly reveals patterns of movement
between networks of places that often straddle current regional council
boundaries. This begs the question of what constitutes an appropriate
population to plan for in any region as regional councils may not be just
servicing their own clients as defined by the locally enumerated population.
On a related demographic note, the sustained net migration loss of
indigenous population from Sydney is of interest in the face of substantial
intercensal population growth in the region. This hints at a unique aspect of
indigenous population change, namely the potential for increase (or
decrease) due to changes in self-identification. The point here is that many
regions may have a latent capacity for growth regardless of net migration
trends. As suggested in the literature (Altman 1992: 8), this dynamic seems
most prevalent in large cities.
Evidently, the pattern of movement observed among indigenouspeople is a
response to quite different imperatives than those generally advanced to
explain migration in Australia. The more subdued age profile of
movement, particularly in the usually mobile young adult age groups,
suggests a relative detachment from mainstream social and economic
processes. On the one hand, this may simply reflect the fact that fulfilment
of indigenous priorities is achieved closer to home without the necessity of
migration. On the other hand, it may be that a combination of human
capital deficits, policy prescriptions and cultural preferences, preclude the
possibility of migration. Whatever the case, the pattern of indigenous
spatial interaction appears to be a far more localised phenomenon than for
the population in general. This adds strength to the logic of regionalising
indigenous affairs policy.
Notes
1. The term 'indigenous Australians' is used as inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.
2. Analysis of the counter-factual to indigenous migration (migration of the non-
indigenous population), has never been undertaken. To date, any comparison of
mobility has been made with the total Australian population. For the most part,
the fact that this includes the indigenous population is unlikely to be of analytical
consequence. However, in some regions of Australia, particularly in remote areas
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as well as in certain statistical units across the country, the indigenous proportion
of the total population is relatively high and the mobility behaviour observed for
the total population may to a large degree reflect that of the indigenous
component. A division of the population into indigenous and non-indigenous
components thus becomes necessary for an accurate comparison of mobility
behaviour and is provided here.
3. The Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme is a
Commonwealth program in which unemployed indigenous people forego their
entitlements to payments from the Department of Social Security but receive the
equivalent from a local community organisation in return for a guarantee of
community-based work. For a full description of the scheme and of the policy
issues surrounding it, see Altman and Sanders (1991) and Sanders (1993).
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